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  MIA


MAY 2005 / THURSDAY

The reporter leaned forward, eyes bright. “This is it, Mia Kelly. Your big break.” 
A pulse of excitement contracted Mia’s stomach. She pushed it away and pasted on a grateful, humble smile. “I suppose.” She dipped her chin. “But I’m very proud of my work to date. My indie career made me who I am today.”
Not true, Mia thought, even as the words left her mouth. Not really. Those roots stretched farther back.
“This movie will be the first time a lot of people have heard about you,” the reporter continued. “It’s a chance to give new fans some interesting background details. What were you like as a teenager, for instance?”
“Well, at boarding school—”
“You went to boarding school?” The reporter seemed delighted. “Oh, I love that. What was it like?”
“Mostly pretty great.” Mia smiled. “They called me The Chameleon.”
“Who did?”
Immediately, five faces flashed into Mia’s mind. A montage memory of the six of them standing in a circle, wearing cloaks, listening to Sabrina’s latest scheme.
“The, uh, other girls,” Mia replied, holding back the truth. She wasn’t going to get into all that.
“I could turn myself into anyone,” she continued. “Do impressions. With the right costume, I could pass for others.”
“Does that mean you pretended to be other people? Why?”
Mia gave her a sly look. “That, I can’t tell you.” She widened her smile. “But I can show you. An impression.”
“Yeah? Who’ve you got?”
Mia cleared her throat, adjusted her posture, and did her best Winona Ryder.
The reporter sucked back a gasp. “Uncanny.”
Mia nodded, pleasure crawling up her chest and warming her cheeks. “A few more?”
“Absolutely.”
Mia showed her Kiera Knightly, Drew Barrymore, and her personal favorite, Diane Keaton.
“Wow. You’re really talented.”
Mia laughed. “You sound surprised.”
The reporter gave her an embarrassed smile. “Sorry. The number of interviews I’ve done with actors who… and I haven’t actually seen any of your films.”
Mia waved a hand as if to say no big deal, but it burned. This chick couldn’t watch one movie to prepare for an interview? Wasn’t that her job?
“But I will now. Consider me a convert.” The reporter scribbled something on her notepad. “We’ll definitely be using that.” She looked up. “Anything else worth mentioning?”
Ha, Mia thought. The stories she could tell. But every word she uttered was a brushstroke on the picture she was painting for the world. Which meant some of those teen girl boarding school stories had to stay buried in the past forever.
Two hours later, still smiling from the interview and with a post-workout high on top, Mia let herself inside her apartment. She dropped her keys on the hall table, then shrugged off her jacket to stand in front of the full-length mirror. She twisted and turned so she could see every inch of her sweat-soaked, Lycra-clad body. All the angles. Every bump, ridge, crease, sinew, and bulge. She adopted a warrior woman pose and then pretended to shoot a gun. Four-months of brutal, sacrificial worship at LA BODY had been worth it. Weights, cardio, Pilates, ballet, and eating almost nothing but protein. All in her quest to become Sexy Main Action Chick. And she’d finally done it. She allowed herself one moment of pure, unencumbered joy and then shook it off and headed for the shower, stripping off her clothes as she walked.
Until now she’d always been cast as the hippy dippy, angsty or kookie best friend. Some good roles, but nothing that got you the fandom Mia expected. Deserved. Her agent had advised Mia not to bother when the script for the female lead in Nowhere to Go—a blockbuster to be filmed right here in Toronto—first started making the rounds. You’re suited to a certain kind of character, she’d said. You’re gaining momentum now. Stick with what works. Her agent wasn’t wrong; directors were noticing her growing list of movie credits and the critics had been kind about her work. Admiring, even. But after five years of playing the same girl, it was time for a change. To step into proper celebrity. Because she was about to turn twenty-six and it was now or never. She’d barely survived her transformation into Action Babe, and it would only get harder.
In some ways, Mia mused as hot water pelted her head, her brutal training schedule had made life easier. Because the more time she spent in the gym, the less opportunity she had to lapse into old bad habits. The ‘bad habits’ that were actually utterly ordinary in the entertainment industry. The ones that helped her stay actress-thin. And to detach from her constant chattering, nagging, unkind brain. Those same habits had once nearly killed her, but never again. She’d made a promise to herself. She knew she could do it. And she had. Filming would begin in three weeks, and she couldn’t wait.
In her bedroom, toweling her hair dry, Mia checked her phone and saw one missed call. Unknown number. No voicemail.
A pulse of unease trickled down her spine.
A reminder of what had happened with James. She shook her head. But he’d been quiet for an entire year. Why would he suddenly get in contact now? How would he even get her number?
She scrolled through her text messages searching for an explanation, but all the unread ones she’d already seen. Yet to be dealt with, if at all. At this, she smiled. One perk of getting your break: you didn’t have to answer every stupid message in case it was an opportunity. The networking—hustling, striving, grabbing—had been constant and exhausting. Not anymore. She’d have her pick of roles from now on.
Her electronic planner beeped with a reminder. She found it on her bed and checked the date. Lunch with Mom. Mia rolled her eyes. She’d forgotten to remove it from her calendar. “You wish, Mom,” she said, her voice hard, bitter.
With a surge of something unpleasant, she shook her head, blinking.
How could they have done that to her?
Her phone rang. Shoulders immediately bunching, she dropped her planner and flipped it open to check the cell display. But this number she knew. Smiling, she answered the call.
Ten minutes later, she disconnected and hurled her phone at the wall. Those assholes. Tears stinging her eyes, she hurried over to inspect the damage. A small dent. A black mark. She bit back a sob as she picked up her cell and moved over to her dressing table. In the mirror, she stared at herself, willing five years of therapy to the surface.
All you can control is how you react. Let it go. It’s not about you.
“You’ve got this, Mia,” she told her reflection. “Once you’ve done this movie, no one will be able to tell you what to do.”
As she moved away, her eyes caught on something outside her front window. Through the venetian blinds, she saw a bright red jacket and blonde hair. She sighed and went to open the door.
There stood her mother, hand raised as if about to knock.
“Darling, please,” she began, her face twisted in an approximation of regret. Or something. Her mother had never been good at offering the appropriate facial expression.
“I’ve said all I want to say to you,” Mia said, her voice low.
Her mother’s eyes drifted to her arms, exposed in her tank. “Have you been using heavier weights, darling? Are your arms supposed to look like that? I can see a vein.”
Suddenly, Mia wanted to cry. She wanted to drop to the floor and cover her head and weep.
“Oh darling, don’t be so sensitive.”
Mia straightened and lifted her chin. She took a breath, counted to five, and set her jaw.
Her mother scanned her face. “It was just a question.”
“It’s the fashion, Mom. I’m playing a bounty hunter. This is what Hollywood wants.”
She pursed her lips. “If you say so.”
“God, Mom, just leave it. I don’t want to hear it and I don’t want to talk to you.”
She slammed the door. Her mother’s round eyes and open mouth almost made it all worth it. But why couldn’t everyone just shut up about her body? It was relentless. She felt like a literal piece of meat most of the time. Prodded and inspected by people as if deciding whether they wanted to buy her for dinner.
Mia paced her living room. She pulled at her hair, then threw down her hands. She needed to move. To run, or at the very least to walk. To get out of here before she….
Two hours later, after a circuit of downtown—hat low, large sunglasses hiding her eyes just in case—Mia felt only a little better.
She took the streetcar up Yonge but walked the rest of the way. The familiarity of motion was soothing. But she couldn’t get that awful phone call out of her mind. What would be enough for them? Would it ever stop?
About three blocks from home, she felt a prickle at the back of her neck. Sustained attention. Hand in bag, fingers finding her pepper spray, she did a slow walking turn, casting her eyes around the street behind her.
Nothing.
Why did she feel so nervous? At the edge of a cliff, looking down at a roaring, unforgiving yet somehow welcoming sea. She shook her head. She was being ridiculous. One call from an unknown number and she’s freaking out? She needed to be more resilient. Once Nowhere To Go hit theaters, she’d be recognized everywhere.
Less than five minutes after returning to her apartment, there was a knock on the door. She tensed. Her mother trying to apologize again? To weasel back into her good books? She briefly considered letting them hang, but after a second knock, she was too curious to ignore it.
She crossed the room to peer through the peephole. When she registered the face, she took a step backward, frowning.
What on earth?
She opened the door. “Oh my god. What are you doing here?”
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MAY 2005 / FRIDAY

Fresh brew in hand, I slide into my favorite two-seater booth and bring my dormant laptop to life. The Good Roast isn’t technically on campus, but it’s close enough, and when I’m down to the wire, this is where I’m most focused. I reorient myself to the article that’s due in one hour. My stomach tightens. Adrenaline surges. The rest of the world falls away as my fingers fly across the keyboard. Eyes like lasers; two red dots on a target. 
I submit with four minutes to spare, then lean back in my chair. I let out a breath and reach up into a stretch. I don’t smoke, but I want a cigarette. I prop my glasses on my head and rub my eyes, wishing I’d brought eye drops. Too many late nights and not enough sleep. My standard end-of-semester situation.
The café manager—Colin by day but Coco Caramel three nights a week—walks past with two towers of plastic-wrapped coffee cups in his arms. “Abi, what’s-a-shakin’?”
I smile. He’s in his fifties, equal parts cool and goofy, and personally responsible for the best cheese scones in the city.
“How’s my future star reporter, apart from suffering from impatience?” he adds.
“Still percolating, Col, still percolating.”
We do this, our not particularly witty schtick, at least once a month.
Two years ago, week one of my journalism program, I’d walked into The Good Roast and Colin had immediately asked what I was studying. He’d circled the air near my face and said, “What industry are you unleashing this onto?” (Weeks later, he did an impression of me, a funny mix of ferocity and excitement.) In response, I’d lifted my chin and announced my intention: to be an award-winning, lie-destroying, truth-revealing journalist. 
At this, Colin had slapped down a napkin for me to autograph. When I get famous, he’ll frame it. His promise. He didn’t ask why tears had welled in my eyes and I didn’t volunteer the reason. It happened four years ago now, but it still feels raw. Like a shameful mess. My family owes an investigative journalist named Jennifer Goldberg everything and one day I’ll walk in her shoes.
As I sling my belongings into my leather satchel, I check for messages from Brandon or Naomi, then call out a vague goodbye to Colin. As I get to the door, a wave of fatigue hits, tugging on my shoulders and pulsing behind my eyes. I need to crash out, but before I can sleep, I have one more thing to do.
Harris makes the decision tomorrow and I’m not taking any chances.
Downtown, I swipe myself inside and take the elevator up to level eighteen. The doors ping open to mayhem. I smile as the energy of the newsroom streams over and into me, injected into my veins. My exhaustion disappears. Who needs sleep when you have
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